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ABSTRACT. Each of Ohio's 467 soil series was assessed to determine the depth of the soil to bedrock, the
depth to a limiting soil condition, the depth to seasonal saturation, and the soil permeability. Each soil
series was placed into one of three categories; suited for traditional leach fields or mound systems, suited
for mound systems only, or not suited for soil-based treatment. In a mound system, a layer of sand is
placed on top of the natural soil to augment its treatment capacity. Statewide only 6.4% of the land area
is suited for soil absorption systems using traditional leach lines. This amounts to 1,680,020 acres of land.
Soil series suited for mound systems are present in 25.4% of Ohio's land area accounting for 6,667,579
acres of land.
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INTRODUCTION
In Ohio, almost one million homes are beyond the
reach of community sewage systems (Bureau of Census
1990). Each year many more homes are built in rural
Ohio and all must consider treating and disposing of
wastewater on the lot.
The ability of the soil to purify wastewater has been
recognized for decades. The goal in any sewage treat-
ment system is to remove pollutants such as disease-
causing organisms, ammonia, organic matter, and solids,
before the wastewater reaches ground or surface water.
Some naturally occurring soils have the capacity to ac-
complish pollutant removal to protect the water resource.
While many soil processes assist in wastewater treat-
ment, researchers recognize three properties as the most
important; the depth of the soil column, its permeability,
and aerobic (or unsaturated) conditions.
To renovate sewage effluents, soil must have several
physical characteristics. Pores in the soil must be fine
enough to trap suspended solids and disease-causing
organisms. These same soils, however, must still have
sufficient permeability to allow for the movement of
air and water to accommodate the biological degrada-
tion of organic matter and ammonia by aerobic bacteria
that colonize the soil matrix. Finally, the soil must have
the capability to adsorb viruses and other water pol-
lutants, like phosphorus.
Duncan and others (1994) found that fecal coliform
bacteria were removed through a 45 cm column of un-
saturated fine loamy soil. BOD, levels of septic tank
effluent were reduced to less than 4.0 mg/1 in the same
columns. Phosphorus was undetectable after 15 cm.
Widrig and others (1996) looked at BOD., total sus-
pended solids, and ammonia removal from septic tank
effluent through columns of sand. After moving through
45 cm of unsaturated sand, BOD,, total suspended
solids and ammonia-N were reduced to 31 mg/1, 25
mg/1 and 0.89 mg/1, respectively. After 60 cm of un-
saturated sand the BOD,, total suspended solids and
ammonia-N was further reduced to 20 mg/1, 16 mg/1
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and 0.39 mg/1, respectively.
In an extensive survey of the published literature,
Gerba and others (1975) considered the removal of bac-
teria and viruses by soil. They found that the movement
of bacteria through soil was related to its permeability.
Bacteria moved as little as 60 cm downward through
fine sandy loam but 180 cm downward through fine-
grained sand. Bacteria were primarily removed by
mechanical straining through mats of suspended solids
and biological growth that occurs at the wastewater
infiltration surface. Bacteria that move through this mat
were then adsorbed onto clay minerals in the soil matrix.
Virus removal was found by Gerba and others (1975)
to be more limited. Virus particles are very small and
are difficult to filter. The primary mechanism of virus
removal is adsorption onto clay minerals in the soil
matrix. Viruses from sewage effluents were removed in
soil columns ranging from 19 to 46 cm. Adsorption of
viruses by soil is complicated, however, by the presence
of organic matter in wastewater. Organic matter was
found to interfere with virus adsorption. Soluble organic
matter was found to compete for adsorption sites, de-
creasing virus removal and even causing the release of
sorbed virus particles. To effectively remove viruses from
sewage effluents, it is important to first remove and
decompose the dissolved organic matter.
Gerba and other (1975) also reported on the move-
ment of viruses through saturated soil. Viruses were
found in wells 60 to 120 meters from the point where
the viruses were introduced into saturated soils.
Figure 1 summarizes the findings of the various in-
vestigators. The figure shows the ranges of depths for
soil types ranging from sands to loams.
Regulatory agencies often require unsaturated soil
depths from 60 to 120 cm beneath the level of applica-
tion to remove solids, BOD., ammonia and bacteria from
sewage effluents. Depths of 120 cm or greater in sandy
soils appear necessary to remove viruses. The Ohio Ad-
ministrative Code (1977) requires a 120 cm deep soil
layer between the bottom of a sewage leaching trench
and a limiting soil condition.
Limiting conditions are considered to be soil or geo-
logic layers that are either insufficiently or excessively





Suspended solids removal 30 to 60 cm
Ammonia removal 45 to 60 cm
Organic matter removal 45 to 60 cm
Bacteria removal 60 to 180 cm
Virus removal 19 to 46 cm following organic matter removal
f
Limiting condition
Pica HI: L. Range of removal depths of pollutants in wastewaler as
infiltrating through unsaturated soil. Removal depth is influenced by
soil permeability.
water treatment. Both soils with the capability to treat
wastewater through traditional leach lines as soil ab-
sorption systems and soils which can be augmented
with a layer ot sand, to utilize mound systems, were
considered in this assessment.
METHODS
Each of Ohio's 467 soil series characterized by National
Cooperative Soil Survey (1960-2000) were tabulated and
assessed to determine the depth of the soil to bedrock,
the depth to a limiting soil condition, the depth to sea-
sonal saturation, and the soil permeability. Each soil
series was placed into one of three categories; suited
for traditional leach fields or mound systems, suited
for mound systems only, or not suited for soil-based
treatment. The criteria used to distinguish soil series is
listed in Table 1.
permeable. In Ohio, limiting conditions include ground
or perched water tables, hard, unfractured bedrock,
dense glacial till, compacted zones, dense clays, pans
such a fragipans, sand, gravel and fractured rock.
Converse (1978) presented an onsite wastewater
treatment system design that could be used in areas
with shallow soil depths to a limiting condition. Known
as a mound system, a layer of sand is placed on top of
the natural soil to augment its treatment capacity. The
sand layer of up to 60 cm acts to reduce suspended
solids, BOD., and ammonia with continued removal,
along with bacteria and virus removal in the underlying
soil. Converse found that with sand augmentation,
onsite wastewater treatment systems could be used in
areas with more slowly permeable soils, with per-
meabilities as low as 0.5 inches per hour. Widrig and
Mancl (1990) adapted the concept of a mound pre-
sented by Converse to apply to Ohio's soil conditions
and regulatory requirements.
A comprehensive program to describe, classify, map
and interpret Ohio's soils began in 1899- The program
has involved cooperation between the United States
Department of Agriculture - Soil Conservation Service
(now the Natural Resources Conservation Service), together
with state agencies and The Ohio State University. Soil
survey information is available for all 88 Ohio counties,
each with a range of characteristics. Each soil is de-
scribed in terms of sequences of layers, called horizons,
that have developed through time from a variety of
parent materials, under the influence of climate, living
organisms and the position of the soil on the landscape.
Each soil horizon and each integrated soil profile pre-
sents a unique set of conditions for effluent treatment.
Of course, as pointed out by Miller and Wolf (1975),
soil is not present in the landscape in discrete units, but
rather as a continuous spectrum of soil associations and
geologic conditions with vaiying capabilities to renovate
sewage effluents. The soil maps, therefore, serve as a
guide to help assess the extent and diversity of the soil
resource.
The objective of this study was to estimate the extent
of Ohio's land area that is suited to soil-based waste-
TABI.F 1
Soil characteristic to determine suitability for
soil-based wastewater treatment.
Characteristic
Traditional leach lines Mound soil absorption system







at 18 inch depth
Soil permeability
at soil surface
at least 4 feet
at least 4 feet
at least 4 feet
between 1 in/hr
and 20 in/hr
at least 2 feet
at least 2 feet
at least 2 feet
between 0.5 in/hr
and 20 in/hr
Each county soil survey contains a table listing the
acreage and proportionate extent of the soils in that
county. All 88 tables were reviewed to determine the
extent of each soil category by county.
RESULTS
Eighty-four soil series were considered suited for
traditional leach lines or mound systems in Ohio. These
soils are deep, well drained and are listed in Table 2.
Figure 2 presents a cross-section of one of these soil
series. Figure 3 shows where these 84 soil series occur
in Ohio. Most are present along a band from north-
eastern to southwestern Ohio. Only small areas of these
soils occur in northwest Ohio.
One hundred and sixty-eight soil series were con-
sidered suited for mound systems only in Ohio. These
soils are shallower and less permeable than those suited
for soil absorption systems and are listed in Table 3-
Figure 4 presents a cross-section of one of these soil
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series indicating the presence of the limiting condition.
Figure 5 shows where these 168 soil series occur in
Ohio. Their occurrence mirrors the soils suited for tradi-
tional leach lines, with only small areas of these soils
occurring in northwest Ohio.
The remaining 215 soil series are not suited for soil-
based sewage treatment. These soils are identified in
Table 4 along with a major reason they were con-
sidered unsuited. Soils may not be appropriate for soil-
based wastewater treatment systems because they are
hydric, are shallow to water table or a restrictive layer,
are subject to frequent flooding or are very slowly per-
meable. It is important to note that some of these soils
may be unsuited for more than one reason. Figure 6
presents a cross-section of one of these soil series indi-
cating the depth of the limiting condition.
Statewide only 6.4% of the land area is suited for soil
absorption systems using traditional leach lines. This
amounts to 1,680,020 acres of land. Soil series suited
for mound systems are present in 25.4% of Ohio's land
area accounting for 6,667,579 acres of land. The over-
all occurrence of soils suited to soil-based treatment
through traditional leach lines and mound systems is
presented in Figure 7.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Soil absorption systems and mound systems are
important tools in enabling homes to be built beyond the
reach of sewer systems while still protecting the public
health and the environment. Care in evaluating sites must
be practiced to ensure that ground and surface waters are
not contaminated and that untreated sewage does not
surface in yards or seep into ditches.
Soil maps, while important useful tools, do not guar-
antee the presence of the soil series mapped at every
spot identified. Soil maps indicate the predominant soil
type in an area. Small inclusions of contrasting soils
are often present within mapping units. Also many soils
throughout Ohio have been disturbed and eroded.
Individual site assessment to determine suitability is
always necessary before designing and constructing a
soil absorption system or mound.
Soils in Ohio suited for traditional leach lines are rare
and valuable, because of the soil's ability to easily and
inexpensively renovate sewage to protect ground and
surface water. These deep, well-drained soils are also
valuable agricultural soils and are well suited for
construction projects. The most highly settled areas of
Ohio also have the largest acreages of deep, well-
drained soils. Much of this soil has already been dis-
turbed. The remaining areas should be identified and
protected from damage caused by construction, exca-
vation or filling. It has taken natural processes thousands
of years to create these soils. They can be quickly
destroyed if not recognized and guarded.
Larger land areas in Ohio are suited to mound sys-
tems only. A survey conducted by Mancl (1999) re-
vealed little use of mound systems throughout Ohio. The
findings of this study indicate that mounds should
receive greater consideration with Ohio's large areas of
shallow soils to seasonal water tables and restrictive
layers. The use of mound systems can greatly impact
rural development and environmental and public health
protection in counties. For example, in Clermont County
less than 10% of the land area is suited for soil absorp-
tion systems but over 40% of the land area is suited for
mound systems.
Most of Ohio's land area is not suited to soil-based
treatment. Construction of homes without sewer service
in these areas must proceed cautiously. While tech-
nologies exist to treat and dispose of wastewater
onsite, such as sand bioreactors (Mancl and Rector
1999) and reuse of treated wastewater through irri-
gation (Mancl and Rector 1997), these approaches have
limitations. They are more expensive than soil-based
treatment and require more maintenance. Also at least a
30 cm depth of unsaturated soil is needed to accom-
modate onsite irrigation of treated wastewater. Many
soils, including Ohio's 92 hydric soil series, would
require subsurface drainage to lower a seasonal high
water table to below 30 cm before treated wastewater
could be irrigated.
As Ohio communities begin to plan for the future,
they need to consider how best to provide sewage
treatment services. Through careful use of soil-based
sewage treatment and disposal systems, homes can be
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a) Description of a single example profile:
b) Composite profile
showing common range








































































constructed in rural Ohio while still protecting the public
health and Ohio's valuable water resources.
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a) Description of a single example profile: b) Composite profile
showing common range
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FIGURE 5. Percent of land area, by county, suited to mound systems only.
(Note: See next page for Figure 6.)
FIGURE 7. Percent of land area, by county, suited to soil-based waste-
water treatment.
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a) Description of a single example profile: b) Composite profile
showing common range






















































































FIGURE 6. Soil unsuitable for waste application - Kokomo Series.
massive
